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I1, B * 2 * THE ATTE MPT TO ORGANIZE "UNITED ACT TOW" 

Tlie Berlin Conference of 1Q54 

war ware prfcUa^as^ra/San 1 ^ “T*T, 1 ° f F !* nch * vi «t 
in Berlin in February 1954 that the frrfnrnr° lded a *. the Blg Four meeting 

unexpectedly 611 ^^ con ^ erences (*•••> *>?£“ F^us^aST^ the 

and^^Men Bi^au ?STf aLf 6 ***** ^ ” ith «* siege 

unsuccessful it q ++ , e b,B * decision not to intervene, and the 

”t£ £5 in °- r te 


Viet Minh Strate gy and French Attitudes 


of Februarv iqsU before the Berlin Foreign Ministers conference 


~ , * feanwhile > Ho Chi ^nh put out a peace feeler in late 

for the^ yf 1 reBly bo a questionnaire submitted by a correspondent 
, for the^Swedish newspaper Expresses The one pre-condition set bvS fo. 
negotiations was French recognition of Vietnamese independence Tn snhsp 

ir?aiied h t ,*T? ” aS reP6ated ^Tc^sZs, bVeact 

it propose a scope Jor^ t^f" V “ ’' hi ° h talkS might be held - “* "d 

. Nothing resulted' directly from these peace feelers but 

France°for ^enfto^ ^ ?°™ ting Public ahd political sentiment in ' 
ranee for an end to the seemingly interminable and costly war The 

armistice agreement negotiated at Panmunjom in July 1953 served as an ' 

xample ^hich many Frenchmen hoped could be followed in the negotiation 

of a cease-fire with the DRV. A widespread disenchantment w?tfthe 

Jv f rV r ad6d FranCe * ^ is was re flected in public 1 statements ' 

solution"^to^h^war? 161 th&t *** ^ ^ Satisfied ^th an "honorable 

fiah+i™ f r 5 f? h tBei } adopted a policy toward the war of "keep 

gh g seek talking. There was an increase in French military 

offslt b C ° n fv denCe Stinulated b V the Navarre Plan, but this was 
of j. set by a growth in the size and influence of the peace faction in 




















France, as indicated by the "dovish" votes of the National Assembly 
favoring an early settlement of the protracted war* Premier Laniel and 
French officials told the U.S. Embassy that they considered ohe Ho Chi 
Minh offer pure propaganda, but said also that Ho's move had produced the 
intended impact on public and military circles in France and Indochina. 
Laniel mentioned that President Vincent Auriol had become so excited by 
Ho's proposal that he told Laniel "to consult representatives of three 
Associated States immediately with view to seeking earliest possible 
opening of negotiations with representatives of Ho Chi Minh. Laniel had 
flatly refused..." But Americjan officials were skeptical. The U.S. 

Embassy reported that a Laniel speech of November 24, 1953> left con¬ 
siderable latitude for negotiations," and that Ho's offers had increased 
the pressure for a settlement. 2/ 

b. Early U.S. Op-position to Negotiations 

The consistent U.S. policy was to attempt to steer the French 
clear of the negotiating table pending substantial military gains on the 
1 battlefield. In bilateral U.S.-French talks in July, 1953, while the. 
Korean armistice was being discussed at Panmunjom, Foreign Minister Bidault 
told Secretary Dulles that parallel talks should be pursued on Indochina. 
Bidault explained that the French public would never understand why 
negotiations were fit and honorable for Korea but were not for Indochina. 

I A cease-fire in Korea, with nothing similar in prospect.for Indochina, 

1 would make his government's position "absolutely impossible. 

Secretary Dulles in reply stressed that "negotiations^ with. 

I no other alternative usually end in capitulation." In the Korean case, 
Dulles said, the alternative was the U.S. threat of other and unpleasant 
measures" which the Communists realized we possessed. He urged the French 
to adopt the Navarre Flan, not only for military reasons, but because it 
would improve the French negotiating position. Dulles made it clear that 
the U.S. felt it was inadvisable to have the Indochina war inscribed on 
the agenda of a post-armistice political conference on.Korea. JJ The U.S. 
position at this time foreclosed negotiating on Indochina until afte.r_&_ 
Chinese decision to eliminate or cut down aid to the Viet Minh.. .4/ In 
general, the U.S. sought to convince the French that military victory was 
the only guarantee of diploma.tic_success. 

Dulles wished the French to continue the war because of his . 
deep conviction that Indochina was a principal link in the line of the 
containment of Communism. In addition, Washington was undoubtedly 
influenced by optimistic reports on the progress of the war. General 
O'Daniel reported from Saigon that a French victory was likely if U.S. 
material support was forthcoming. On February 6, 1954, it was announced 
that forty B-26 bombers and 200 U.S. technicians to service them would 
be sent to Indochina. Admiral Radford told a House Foreign Relations Sub¬ 
committee, a month before the siege of Dien Bien Fhu began (March, 1954;, 
that the Navarre Plan was "a broad strategic concept which within a few 
months should insure a favorable turn in the course of the war. £/ 

























• At'the Berlin Quadripartite Foreign Ministers meeting m ^ 

February, however, Secretary D ^^ S t ^ S G g°g^ d a g° n |aT e Bidault pressured 

demand that Indochina ejp ace -nroiect for the European Defense 

the U.S. by threatening to scuttle the ^ect^forjn^ ^ ^ 

itself from popular opinion and bringing about its aownxau 
of the anti-war opposition parties. 

The United States successfully opposed Soviet efforts at 
Berlin to gain for Communist Cnina the status f .*^sio^i^t^Berlin 
and successfully held out, rec^nUion, not already 

redded: »uM ?e"d either in the invitation to, or the holding of, 
the Geneva Conference, o/ 

2. The Ely Mission (March 20 - 24) 
a. Dien Bien Phu Begins 

On March 13, 1954, the VPA, under .the direct co-a^of^ 
General Giap, began its assault upon Die^Baen^ “y Chological inipor tance 
Northern Vietnam was to tahe on P t va J U e because of the upcoming 

far out of proportion to its actual strag show of decisive 

Geneva Conference. The Viet Minh co ^ e ^^ e ^ e "^ e nShen their hand at 

force, not to mention a -f th^rSLlniof forces would sap 

the conference. Further, a defeat of the Viet M inh 

the will of the French nation to continue the ^ruggle.^ ^ CMnese 
were greatly helped by a substan 1 ^ ^ the bat tle developed, 

military aid including artille y statements, public and private, 

the optimism which had d»^S a ^ , 'SSSSSSn SJTSLi. n« steps were 
^en e to a deS S witt Chinese aid, the French were bound to go under. 

General Paul Ely ^^Inlhffi' s^aUon* 

\ on March 20 to confer with U.S. f . inte rvention in 

principal aims were to further U.S. material 

the event of Chinese ’ Dulles told Ely that he could not 

assistance, ^ ^ns'to^nese atr intervention. 8/ 

then answer regarding U.S. response ... h rece i V ed a promise : • 

Ely subsequently contended in is ■- i f f staff to push for 

from Admiral Radford, l^^tion SoSd Ihe^^contingency arise. 2/ 
rrtSyTbSers, twenty-five additional B-26's were promised. 


b. 


Operation Vulture (Vautour) 


According to subsequent French reports* General Ely 
ashed to stay P4 hourl R^ord 

IfsartolavfsSSested Tnighttime r^d acainst the perimeter of. 

























Dien Bien Phu by aircraft of the U.S. Air Force and U.S. Navy. The plan, 
named Operation Vulture, called for about sixty B-29's to take off from 
Clark Field near Manila, under escort of 150 fighters of the. U.S. Seventh 
Fleet, to conduct a massive strike against VPA positions on the perimeter 
of Dien Bien Fnu. 10/ 

Operation Vulture, according to French sources, was con¬ 
ceived by a joint American-French military staff in Saigon. It is 
admitted to have been an informal proposal which had not as yet received 
full U.S. Government backing as policy. No record of Operation Vulture 
has been found in files examined. In an interview in 1965, Admiral 
I Radford stated that no plans for "Operation Vulture" existed, since 
planning to aid Dien Bien Phu by an air strike never proceeded beyond the 
conceptual stage. 11/ Nevertheless, such an operation probably was the 
subject of informal discussions both in Vietnam, and between Radford 
. and Ely. 

3* "United Action" as an Alternative to Either Negotiations or to 

Unilateral U.S. Intervention 


a. Formulation of U.S. Policy 

By late March the internal debate within the Eisenhower 
Administration had reached the point where it was recognized that: 

(a) unilateral U.S. intervention in the Indochina War would not be . 
effective without ground forces; (b) the involvement of U.S. ground forces 
was logistically and politically undesirable; (c) preferably, "free world" 
intervention in Indochina to save the area from communism would take 
the form of a collective operation by allied forces. This was the import 
of the NSC deliberations, the Ridgway Report, the Report of Under Secretary 
•of State W. Bedell Smith's Special Committee on the U.S. and Indochina, 
and President Eisenhower's general train of thought (see Tab l). 

Accordingly, Secretary Dulles in his discussions with General 
Ely went beyond the question of immediate assistance to the French garrison 
at Dien Bien Phu and broached the possible establishment of a regional 
defense arrangement for Southeast Asia. 

This proposal was given public .exposure in Secretary Dulles' 
speech of March 29 before the Overseas Press Club. Dulles described the. 
importance of resisting communist aggression in Indochina in these words: 

"if the Communist forces were to win uncontested control over 
Indo-China or any substantial part thereof, they would surely 
resume the same pattern of aggression against the other free 
peoples in that area. 

"The propagandists of Red China and of Soviet«Russia 
make it perfectly apparent that the purpose is to dominate 
ell of Southeast Asia. 

















"Now Southeast Asia is an important part of the world. 

It is the so-called 'rice bowl' ... It is an area that is 

rich in many raw materials ... • . 

"And in addition to these tremendous economic values, 
the area has great strategic value ... Communist control 
of Southeast Asia would carry a grave threat to the 
Philippines, Australia and New Zealand ... The entire western 
Pacific area, including the so-called 'offshore island chain,' 
would be strategically endangered." 

He then went on call for "united action," and after noting Chinese 
assistance to the Viet Minh, prophesied that aggression would "lead to 
action in places by means of the free world's choosing, so that the 
aggression would surely cost more than it would gain." 12/ 

In the following weeks the aim of U.S. diplomacy was to secure allied 
agreement to a collective defense pact consisting of ten nations: the 
U.S., France, Britain, Australia, New Zealand, Philippines, Thailand, and 
the three Associated States. Secretary Dulles presented his proposal in 
discussions with British Ambassador Sir Roger Makins and French Ambassa¬ 
dor Henri Bonnet. President Eisenhower addressed a personal message to 
Prime Minister Churchill explaining the proposed coalition. The President 
noted that: 

♦ 

"Geneva is less than four weeks away. There the possi¬ 
bility of the Communists driving a wedge between us will, 
given the state of mind in France, be infinitely greater than 
at Berlin. I can understand the very natural desire of the 
French to seek an end to this war which has been bleeding 
them for eight years. But our painstaking search for a way 
out of the impasse has reluctantly forced us to the conclusion 
that there is no negotiated solution of the Indochina problem 
which in its essence would not be either a face-saving device 
to cover a French surrender or a face-saving device to .cover 
a Communist retirement. The first alternative is too serious 
in its broad strategic implications for us and for you to be 
acceptable.... 

"Somehow we must contrive to bring about _the_second al¬ 
ternative." 

President Eisenhower went on to outline the need for a coalition willing : . 
to fight the Communists, if this proved necessary. He concluded with a 
historical question certain to appeal to Churchill: 

"If I may refer again to history; we failed to halt 
Hirohito, Mussolini and Hitler by not acting in unit and 
in time. That marked the beginning of many years of stark 
tragedy and desperate peril. May it not be that our nations 
have learned something from that lesson?..." 13/ 
















In these discussions the United States sought generally to stiffen 
the will of the free nations in the Indochina crisis. It emphasized 
both the avowed intention of France to grant real independence to the 
Associated States, and the condition accepted by the French at Berlin 
for the United States' agreeing to discuss Indochina at Geneva. That 
condition was that France would not agree to any arrangement which would 
directly or indirectly result in the turnover of Indochina to the Com¬ 
munists. The United States sought solid support for this position, 
especially from the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand. Although 
the possibility was held out of future involvement of the United Nations 
in the Indochina problem, there was no thought of immediate UN action. 14/ 


b. Initial Allied Reaction to "United Action" 


Thailand and the Philippines gave a favorable response to 
the call for united action. The British response was one of caution and 
hesitancy. Churchill accepted Eisenhower's suggestion that Secretary 
Dulles go to London for further talks, but the British saw dangers in 
pressing for a defensive coalition before the Geneva conference. Eden 
was determined not to be "hustled into injudicious military decisions." 

As Eden later wrote: 

"I welcomed the American proposal for the organization 
of collective defence in South-East Asia, since this would 
contribute to the security of Malaya and Hong Kong and would 
remove the anomaly of our exclusion from the A.N.Z.U.S. Pact, 
to which the United States, Australia and New Zealand were 
party. But I felt that to form and proclaim a defensive 
coalition, before we went to the conference table, would be 
unlikely to help us militarily and would harm us politically, 
by frightening off important potential allies. By the 
beginning of May, the rains would be starting in Indo-China 
and extensive campaigning by either side would be impossible 
for several months. Since the complete collapse of the French 
military effort before then was improbable, I did not think 
that concern for the immediate military situation should be 
the guiding factor in our policy." 15/ 

c. French Call for U.S. Intervention at Dien Bien Phu (April 4-5) 

The French response to the proposal for united action was 
overtaken by military events at Dien Bien Phu. Foreign Minister Bidault 
contended on April 5 that the time for a coalition approach had passed ' 
and that the fate of Dien Bien Phu would be decided in the next ten 
days. 16/ The previous day Ambassador Douglas Dillon was called to an 
emergency Sunday cabinet meeting and was informed by Bidault, in the com¬ 
pany of Laniel, that "immediate armed intervention of U.S. carrier aircraft 
at Dien Bien Phu is now necessary to save the situation." Bidault, report¬ 
ing Navarre's desperate state in the field and the extent of Chinese 


















intervention in support of General Giap's forces, asked the Ambassador 
' point-blank for U.S. action, saying that "the fate of Southeast Asia 
now rested on Dien Bien Phu," and that "Geneva would be won or lost 
i depending on outcome" of the battle. YjJ The United States was now 
being called upon to act quickly and unilaterally to save a local situ¬ 
ation, rather than, as Dulles desired, in concert with Asian and 
Western Allies. 

d. U.S. Decision Not to Intervene Unilaterally 

In the first week of April it became clear that the question 
of U.S. intervention was now crucial. Fighting at Dien Bien Fhu reached 
major proportions as Chinese-supplied artillery pounded the French and 
drove them backwards. Without an early intervention by an external power, 
or group of powers, the French position at Dien Bien Phu was likely to be 
overrun. In anticipation of the French request for intervention, the 
Eisenhower Administration decided to consult with Congressional leaders. 
The President appears to have thought that Congressional support was vital, 
for whatever active role the U.S. might now take in .Indochina. 

Available Government documents do not provide details of the 
two meetings to be described below. However, on the basis of seemingly 
reliable published sources, it appears that on April 3 Secretary Dulles 
and Admiral Radford met with eight Congressmen (three Republicans and 
five Democrats) at the State Department. 18/ Radford apparently outlined 
a plan for an air strike on the Vietnam People's Army (VPA) at Dien Bien 
Phu using 200 planes from the aircraft carriers Essex and Boxer , stationed 
on maneuvers in the South China Sea. An unsuccessful air strike might 
need to be followed by a second air strike, but ground forces were not 
envisaged at this stage. It has been averred that there were atomic 
bombs on the aircraft carriers which could be delivered by the planes, 
but there is no indication that there was any serious consideration given 
to using nuclear weapons at Dien Bien Phu or elsewhere in Indochina. In 
the event of a massive Chinese troop intervention, however, it is quite 
possible that the U.S. would have retaliated with strategic nuclear 
weapons against targets in China. -> 

The Congressional leaders raised questions about the amount 
of allied support for such an action, about the position of the other 
Joint Chiefs, about the need for ground forces if a second air strike 
also failed, and about the danger of a mammoth Chinese intervention which 
cbuld transform Indochina into another Korean-type war. Radford apparently 
was forced to admit’ that he was the only one of the Joint Chiefs who 
favored the intervention plan. Dulles conceded that the allies had not 
as yet been consulted. In consequence, Dulles, who had been thinking of 
a joint Congressional resolution authorizing Presidential use of U.S. air- 
naval power in Indochina (which it is alleged he had ready in his pocket) 
left the meeting without the vital support he needed. The Congressional 
leaders laid down three conditions necessary for their support: (a) 
formation of an allied "coalition"-type force; (b) a French declaration 





















indicating an intent to accelerate independence for the Associated States; 
(c) French agreement to continue their Expeditionary Corps in Indochina. 
Thus Congressional opposition put the brake on a possible unilateral U.S. 
intervention. 19/ According to a subsequent State Department Summary; 

"It was the sense of the meeting that the U.S. should not 
intervene alone but should attempt to secure the cooperation of 
other free nations concerned in Southeast Asia, and that if such 
cooperation could be assured, it was probable that the U.S. Cong¬ 
ress would authorize U.S. participation in such 'United Action.'"20/ 

The following day, April 4, Dulles and Radford met with the 
.President at the White House. The President reached the decision to 
intervene only upon the satisfaction of the three conditions necessary 
for the U.S. to commit belligerent acts" in Indochina. There would have 
to be a coalition "with active British Commonwealth participation"; a 
full political understanding with France and other countries," and 
Congressional approval. 21 / 

President Eisenhower clearly did not want the U.S. to inter¬ 
vene alone. He also was very concerned with having broad Congressional 
support for any step which might involve the U.S. - in a war. As Sherman 
Adams later observed: 

"Having avoided one total war with Red China the year 
before in Korea when he had United Nations support, he 
/Eisenhower/ was in no mood to provoke another one in Indo¬ 
china by going it alone in a military action without the 
British and other Western Allies. He was also determined 
not to become involved militarily in any foreign conflict 
without the approval of Congress. He had had trouble 
enough convincing some Senators that it was even necessary 
to send small groups of noncombatant Air Force technicians 
to Indo-China." 22 / 

e. British Oppose "United Action" 

From April 11 to 14, Secretary Dulles visited London and Paris 
to attempt to obtain British and French commitments to support his pro¬ 
posal for "United Action."* According to President Eisenhower, Dulles felt 
that he had been given assurance of Congressional support for "United 
Action" if the allies approved his plan. 23/ 

Dulles found the British opposed to any type of collective 
military action prior to the Geneva Conference. Dulles explained, accord¬ 
ing to Eden s account, that the U.S. had concluded that the French could 
no longer deal with the situation in Indochina,'militarily or politically, 
alone. If the French position in Indochina collapsed, the consequences in 
the rest of Southeast Asia would be grave. U.S. air and naval forces were 






















ready to intervene and some aircraft carriers had already been moved 
from Manila to the Indochina coast. On reflection, said Dulles, he had 
thought that the U.S. should not act alone in this matter and that an 
ad hoc coalition might be formed which might develop later into a 
Southeast Asia defense organization. This in itself would deter China 
from further interference in Indochina and would strengthen the western 
position at Geneva by giving evidence of solidarity. 24/ 

•j • 

Eden was not convinced. He drew a distinction between the 
long term issue of collective security in Southeast Asia -- which might 

* well be guaranteed by treaty after Geneva -- and the more immediate 
question of "united action" in Indochina. He was opposed to any military 
action or warning announcement before Geneva. The British were willing 
to provide the French with full diplomatac support at Geneva, either as 

a guarantor of the final settlement or as a participant in multilateral 
talks if a settlement failed to materialize. In the latter case, the 
' British were prepared to discuss a collective defense formula that would 
comprehend any non-Communist portion of Indochina formed as the result 
of the Geneva deliberations. But they would not, prior to Geneva, commit 
themselves to united action. 

Britain's distinction between the appropriateness of a united 
approach after, as opposed to before, the Conference was founded on 
serious doubts about the true import of united action. As Dulles cor¬ 
rectly judged, behind Britain’s push for a settlement was the "fear that 
if fighting continues, we will in one way or another become involved, 
thereby enhancing risk of Chinese intervention and possibility further 
expansion of war." 25/ Eden charged that action prior to the Conference 
would not only destroy chances for a peaceful settlement, but would 
critically raise.the risk of a wider war. American planning admitted 
the strong possibility of direct Chinese intervention, and his own intel¬ 
ligence staff had concluded that Western involvement would bring on the 
[ Chinese by land and air once the Viet Minh effort became "seriously 

• endangered." 26 / 

Thus, while Dulles was angered at the way he felt the British 
were writing off Indochina, Eden was highly pessimistic about Dulles' 
militancy in an area of uncertain value for which the United States had 
' ambiguous, high-risk plans. There was considerable difference, in Eden's 
mind, between warnings to Communist China against direct intervention 
before the fact (which the British went along with in mid-1953) and. 
united action, which would, despite any allied assurances to Peking, be 
interpreted by the Chinese as provocatory. 27/ 

' British suspicions, furthermore, were an extension of the 

! belief that Indochina need not be entirely lost at Geneva in the absence 
l of united action. London was apparently puzzled by American talk of the 
I "loss" of Indochina, for to 10 Downing Street, "French cannot lose the 
war between now /April 195*1/ the coming of the rainy season however 
badly they may conduct it." 28/ While Dulles kept telling the British 
that only united action through the formation of a coalition could ensure 




















against a complete Communist diplomatic triumph at Geneva, Eden was 
equally convinced that the best way to assure continuation of the war 
would be united action, and that the French, even after Dien Bien Fhu, 
were still strong enough to prevent the Communists from gaining all 
Indochina, 

Even before Dulles' April flight to London to sound out the 
British on united action, the Churchill government was closely questioning 
American evaluations of Indochina. In an April 1 cable, for instance, 

Dulles vented his disturbance at Britain's refusal to accept the view that 
the loss of Indochina would ultimately affect their security interests in / 
Malaya, Australia^ and New Zealand. 29/ This was indeed the case, as 
Dulles discovered for himself once he talked to Eden in London and later 
at Geneva. Eden steadfastly refused to buy Dulles' analogy between Indo¬ 
china and Malaya, retorting that the situation in Malaya was "well in 
hand" while that in Indochina was clearly not. 30/ Admiral Radford 

concluded in late April from talks with the British chiefs of staff that 
the U.K. policy seemed "to be on a very narrow basis strictly in terms 
of local U.K. interest without regard to other areas of the Far East 
such as Japan." 31/ 

The British simply could not accept the domino principle 
even as they admitted Southeast Asia's security value to the free world. 

By the opening of the Geneva.Conference, the U.S.-U.K. relations had 
reached a low point: * Dulles was insisting that the British were the 
major roadblock to implementation of united action, while Eden was clinging 
to the notion that a negotiated settlement leading to partition would be 
the best outcome of an impossibly complex politico-military situation in 
Indochina. 

f. French Oppose "United Action" 

Secretary Dulles fared little better in selling "united 
action" in Paris than he did in London, but for somewhat different reasons. 

The French were seeking a quick action to avoid animminent,milit ary defeat, 
at Dien Bien Phu. Dulles, however, refused to be torn from a collective 
allied approach to the Indochina War. The French feared that a coalition 
arrangement would lead to an internationalization of the war and take 
control of it out of their hands. They, therefore, only desired local . 
assistance at Dien Bien. Phu along the lines of Operation Vulture. 

Furthermore, another objection to "united action" from the 
French viewpoint was that it would only delay or impede the very negotia¬ 
tions leading towards a settlement which the French increasingly desired. 

The U.S. objective was to keep alive the French determination to continue 
the war. Dulles feared that the .French would use Geneva to find a face¬ 
saving formula for a French surrender. Premier Laniel reaffirmed to Dulles 
in Paris that his government would take no action which directly or 
indirectly turned Indochina over to the Communists. But he also called 
attention to the increasing desire on the part of many in France to get 
out of Indochina at any cost. The French stressed that it was necessary 


















to await the results of the Geneva Conference and that they could ndt 
give the impression in advance that they believed Geneva would fail? 32/ 


g* 


Abor ted Working Group on Collective np fv>n«» 

Asia (April 20)? —— _ 


in Southeast 


' • . + ? medlately upon returning to Washington on April 15 Secretarv 

llllH ^vited representatives of the United Kingdom, France, the Associated 

neetSi Inthfpl+h T the ai liPP*nes, and Thailand to attend a 

etmg on the 20th to set up an ad hoc defense group for the Southeast 

Asia region The delegates were to work on a drift Lr a mu« SgSza- 

Secretary had been under the impression from his talk in London 

With Eden that tne U.K., while rejecting immediate "united action" in 
Indochina, would have no objection to such a preliminary meeting. 

t, , 0n April 18> just two days before the scheduled meeting, the 

British Ambassador informed Dulles that there would be no British partici- 

^ reasons: no understanding on the part of the‘British Foreign •• 
Secretary that the working group would go forward at once, and no agree- 8 
ment concerning membership. The Department expressed amazement, but in 
view of the British attitude the April 20 meeting was transformed into a 
general briefing for the nations comprising the allied side at the Geneva 
Conference. In a later explanation of the shift in British attitude. 

Foreign Secretary Eden said that in agreeing to informal working group 
talks he had overlooked the pending Colombo Conference and that he felt 
that it would have been most undesirable to give any public indication of 
membership in a program for united action before the end of the Colombo 
iscussions. 33/ Pk I s now clear that the British were restrained by 
India and by a fear that British attendance at the meeting would be 
construed as assent to "united action." 34/ Moreover, London could not 
have been reassured by a "trial balloon" speech of Vice President Nixon 
on April 17 in which he suggested that the U.S. might have to "take .'the 
r i s k npw by putting our.boys._in" in order to avoid "further Communist 
expansion in Asia and Indochina." 35/ 


h. 


Continued French Prodding for U.S. Intervention (April 21-25) 


... _. In Preparation for the Indochina phase of the Geneva Conference, 
tripartite discussions (U.S., U.K., France) took place in Paris in mid- 

* x these disc ussions, the French contended that a successful Geneva . 
settlement was dependent on a favorable outcome of the battle at Dien Bi.en 
Phu ^d that their participation in a Southeast Asian coalition might not 
be possible if Dien Bien Phu fell. There could be no guarantee what 
position France would take in the event of a collapse at Dien Bien Rm. • • • 

The trench argued that only large-scale United States air and naval inter- • 
vention could retrieve the situation in Indochina. They made no formal 
request for intervention in the tripartite discussions, but on several 
occasions suggested or implied to the Americans that such action was 
necessary. 36/ 





























On April 21, Marc Jacquet, French Secretary of State for the 
ssociated States, told the American Ambassador to Indochina, Donald Heath 
then m Paris, that no French military authority still believed a victory 
was possible in Indochina without United States air and naval intervention 
and that such action should be indicated after the impending failure of 
the .Indochina phase of the Geneva Conference. 37/ 

• i 

On April 22, Foreign Minister Bidault, with General Ely, sug¬ 
gested to Secretary Dulles that there should be emergency consultation 
between General Navarre and American military commanders in Indochina. 

The foreign Minister indicated that, although he had been opposed to inter¬ 
nationalizing the war, he would now favor it with United States participa¬ 
tion if that would save Dien Bien Riu. 38/ 

On April 23 the French Under Secretary of State, Andrd 
Bougenot, in the presence of Premier Daniel, suggested to Douglas MacArthur 
II, Counselor of the Department of State, that the United States could 
commit its naval aircraft to the battle at Dien Bien Riu without risking 
American prestige or committing an act of belligerency by placing such 
aircraft, painted with French insignia and construed as part of the French 
Foreign Legion, under nominal French command for an isolated action con¬ 
sisting of air strikes lasting two or three days. JQj 

On the same day Foreign Minister Bidault showed the Secretary 
a message from General Navarre in which the French commander said that the 
situation at Dien Bien Phu was desperate and that he believed that the only 
alternatives were (l) Operation VAUTOUR, massive B-29 bombing (which 
Secretary Dulles understood would be a United States operation from bases 
outside Indochina.), or (2) a French Union request for a cease-fire (which 
the Secretary assumed would be at Dien Bien Hiu only, but which General 
Navarre, as it turned out, meant should apply to all of Indochina). 40/ 

4. Final U.S. Position Before Geneva 

a. Exchanges with the French ’ • 

The American response to these various suggestions was to 
reiterate to the French the necessary preconditions for American inter¬ 
vention: (l) complete independence for the Associated States; (2) Con¬ 
gressional authorization; (3) a coalition that would include the United • 
Kingdom. 4l/ In relation to the need for a coalition, Secretary Dulles 

in Paris and Under Secretary W. Bedell Smith in Washington suggested to 
French officials that France, in the same way as it had asked for American 
air intervention in Indochina, should appeal for British intervention 
there. 42/ 

Before leaving Paris for Geneva, Secretary Dulles gave Foreign 
Minister Bidault a letter replying to General Navarre’s suggestion that 
United States air intervention at Dien Bien Phu was *the sole alternative 
to a cease-fire. In this letter, the Secretary stated again the necessary 

















preconditions for United States intervention, and contended that if 
Dien Bien Phu fell there was po reason that this should make it necessary 
to plead for a cease-fire. The French Foreign Minister, in a letter 

limited to the military consequences of United States intervention, 
replied that in the opinion of French military experts "a massive inter¬ 
vention of American aviation would still he able to save the garrison." 44/ 

b. Exchanges with the U.K. 

i 

In the discussions with the British, meanwhile, the United 
States had tried both to induce the United Kingdom to participate in a 
j joint Anglo-American air and naval intervention at Dien Bien Fhu and to 
I persuade the United Kingdom that the prompt organization of a collective 
defense in Southeast Asia was necessary to bolster the French in Indo¬ 
china. 4 5/ 

But the British indicated that they would make no commitment 
to intervene militarily in Indochina and wished to postpone conversations 
on collective defense arrangements until after the Geneva Conference. 

Foreign Secretary Eden told Secretary Dulles on April 24 that the British 
did not want at this juncture to intervene in the Indochina War. 46/ 
Immediately afterward Eden returned to London for a special Cabinet meeting 
on the Indochina crisis which was held on April 25 . Prime Minister Churchill 
reported to the House of Commons two days later that the British Government 
was "not prepared to 'give any undertakings about United Kingdom military 
action in Indochina in advance of the results of Geneva," and had "not 
entered into any new political or military commitments." 47/ Before 
addressing the Commons, Churchill had rejected a plea from French Ambassador 
Ren£ Massigli, made on behalf of Premier Laniel, for a statement that Great 
Britain would join the United States and France in defense of Dien Bien 
Phu. bQj 

The United Kingdom was willing, however, to participate in 
early military discussions to consider measures which might be taken in 
Southeast Asia if Indochina were lost. Along these lines, Foreign 
Secretary Eden and Secretary Dulles had discussed tentatively on April 22 
the possibility of a secret military appraisal — by the United States, 
the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, and Thailand — of what could 
be done to bolster Thailand in the event of a French collapse in Indochina. 
The Foreign Secretary had returned to this proposition in another con¬ 
versation with Secretary Dulles the next day. 49/ 

On April 30> indicating that the British were prepared to 
defend the area- outside Indochina, and possibly the free part of a parti¬ 
tioned Indochina, Eden proposed to Secretary Dulles "an immediate and 
secret joint examination of the political and military problems in creating 
a collective defense for Southeast Asia, namely: (a) nature and purpose; 

(b) membership; (c) commitments." He added that this examination should 
also cover immediate measures to strengthen Thailand. 50/ 
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> Secretary Dulles raised the question of early military talks 
that might strengthen the French position at the Geneva Conference at a 
meeting in Geneva on May 2 with the Foreign Ministers of Australia and 
New Zealand, partners of the United States in the ANZUS organization. 

The three agreed at this meeting that there should be five-power military 
talks in Washington among the ANZUS powers, the United Kingdom, and 
France, with the possible participation of Thailand. 51/ 

j c. The Washington Viewpoint 

In Washington in the meantime, the President on April 26, 
the opening date of the Geneva Conference, told a group of Republican 
(leaders that it would be a "tragic error" for the United States to intervene 
[unilaterally as a partner of France in the Indochina struggle. 52/ Two 
days later, in a discussion with Under Secretary W. Bedell Smith, Presi¬ 
dential Assistant Robert Cutler, and. Admiral Radford (who had just been 
to London and had talked with the British Chiefs of Staff and Prime 
Minister Churchill), *£/ the President expressed disappointment over the 
British attitude of refraining from active participation in discussions 
on a Southeast Asian collective security arrangement before the end of the 
Geneva Conference. President Eisenhower, in this discussion, reiterated 
his firm decision that there would be no United States military intervention 
in Indochina by executive action. He urged his aides to provide help to 
the French in repairing three airfields in Indochina but to avoid any undue 
risk of involving the United.States in combat operations. 54/ 

• 

The feasibility of American intervention at Dien Bien Phu 
was finally removed with the fall of that fortress on May 7• President 
Eisenhower sent messages to the President of France, Ren 6 Coty, and to 
the Chief of State of Vietnam, Bao Dai, praising the defenders of Dien 
Bien Phu and stressing the determination of the free world to remain 
"faithful to the causes for which they fought." 53/ 

5. Reappraisal of Domino Theory After Dien Bien Phu 

The fall of Dien Bien Phu, and the failure to organize an inter¬ 
vention through "united action" prior to the opening of the Geneva Con¬ 
ference in late April, 1954, led to a reappraisal of the "domino, theory" 
which had been at the center of U.S. policy in Southeast Asia since the . 
late 1940*s. The loss of Tonkin, or Vietnam, or perhaps even -all of 
Indochina, was no longer considered to lead inexorably to the loss to 
Communism of all of Southeast Asia. 

Accordingly, Secretary Dulles in a press conference on May 11 
(four days after the French surrender at Dien Bien ihu) observed that 
"Southeast Asia could be secured even without perhaps Vietnam, Laos and 
Cambodia." He went on to note that although he would not want to under¬ 
estimate the importance of these countries he would not want either to. 
give the impression that "if events that we could not control, and which 
we do not anticipate, should lead to their being lost that we would 












consider the whole situation hopeless and we would give up in despair ..." 
56/ In a remark at the press conference that was later deleted from the 
official transcript, Dulles said that Laos and Cambodia were "important 
but by no means essential" because they were poor countries with meager 
populations. 57 / 

Later, as the U.S. became reconciled to a political settlement 
at Geneva which would yield northern Vietnam to the Ho Chi Minh regime, 
the concept of "united action" was given a new twist. It now was trans¬ 
formed into an attempt to organize a long-range collective defense alliance 
which would offset the setback in Indochina and prevent further losses. 

That long-feared setback was-now perceived to be less serious than had 
once been envisaged. The loss of Tonkin was no longer seen as leading 
necessarily to a Communist take-over of other territory between China and 
the American shore. Eventually, in SEATO, the U.S. sought to create an 
alliance which would be strong enough to withstand the fall of one such 
domino. 
















